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NOTES OF AN AMERICAN IN EUROPE
Whatever purp ose an American may have for
travelin g in Europe he will find it imp ossible to re-
main oblivious to the tremendous building activity
which is rapidly transformin g the face of the continent.
The urban and rural landscape, which until the end of
the Second World War was primarily oriented to the
visual pattern s of the years before 1900, is rapidl y dis-
appearing. Since an Amer ican usually visits Europe to
partake of his cultur al past, he pro ba bly tri es to ignore
these changes or, when they press on him too much,
he tends to decry the destruction of wha t to him should
always remain a purely historic and romantic environ-
ment. If the traveler can somehow sha ke off this
"Arcadian Nationa l Geographic View" of Euro pe and
sense it as a living orga nic society, he will be in a po-
sition better to understand the past which he sees and
to appraise critica lly the present urb an and rur al scene
in America. For in man y ways the ar chitectural and
urban plann ing problems which Europe is seeking to
solve are an intensifi cati on of similar difficulties which
America is facing or will be facing in the immediate
future.
Perh aps the first aspect of contemporary Euro pean
arc hitecture which impresses the traveler is its sheer
qua ntity. In Englan d, in France and above all in Ger-
man y, the cha rac ter of whole distric ts an d in some cases
the visual patt ern of entire cities ar e being transformed
beyond recognition. To be sure Medieval , Renaissance
and Baroque buildings and city-scapes ar e still to be
found , but in an increasing number of European cities
they no longer ar e the domina nt visual elements. New
pattern s composed of tall skyscraper blocks which house
apartments, municipal offices, business offices and de-
partment stores are slowly rep lac ing these older city-
scapes. Also for good or evil the automobile has im-
posed itself on the European scene, and as in America
it is destroying the sharp division which formerl y ex-
isted between the city or village an d the surround ing
countrys ide. The super highway with its elaborate un-
derpasses, over passes, interchanges, accom panying
signs, gas stations, restaurants and motels is crea ting
the visual char acter of the landscap e itself .
Another char acteris tic, of which the tr aveler is
aware, is the universal accep tance of the Intern ati onal
Style as the dominant mode of architectural expression .
Other concep ts of design are occasionally found, from
the amorphic tactile forms as in recent build ings of
Le Corbusier, to examples of pure eclect icism where an
attempt is still being made to recreate past architectural
forms. But these build ings are in a strict minority.
While the vis itor sees that the International Style is the
style of the moment in Euro pe, it does not take him very
long to observe that it is by no means uniform in its
features. Even aft er a few days he readily discern s the
aesthetic and structur al difference between Italian, Ger-
man or Fr ench buildings. These regional variations may
be sensed not only in the detail s of the buil ding, but
even more pronounced ly in the scale and proportions
and in the way in which the new architecture has beeri
related to the landscape.
In Eng land, for example, one is not as aware of
the great volume of new bui ld ing as one is on the con-
tinent. In part at least thi s impression results from the
fact that a vast number of post Worl d War II Engli sh
buildings (whether houses or business establishments)
are small in scale and very often conservative in de-
sign. Thu s it is diffi cult to distingui sh them fr om their
older neighbors. The English ar chitect's concern for
what we could think of as an indi vidual scal e is, of
course, something to which an Ameri can will sym-
patheticall y respond. But whil e thi s quality of scale
is to be commended, the visitor will be left with an over-
all impression that contempora ry English architecture
is unqu estionabl y the dullest and most mediocre to be
encountered in Europe. The way in which they have
misused both struc ture and mater ials, the general lack
of feel ing for pr oportion and the rejection of post.1900
inter ior spatial concep ts has led to a decidedl y unimagi-
native architecture. On the positive side, though , it
should certainly be point ed out that one will occasional-
ly come across tastefully designed schools, offi ces or
factori es, and it should be pointed out as well that
Engl ish detail ing, while genera lly lacking in aesthetic
qualities, is none the less beautifully and precisely man-
ufactured an d assembled. But these qualities hardly
counter the defects of design which predom ina te in their
arc hitec ture and urban planning.
Whereas in Eng land the most stri king contempo -
rary designs are in office, factory and schoo l buildings,
in France one seems only to be aware of apartment
houses. The French, a la Le Corbu sier, have become
enamo red with the tall skyscraper slab apartment build-
ing which they seem to employ as a universal solution
to their pressing housing needs. In fac t they seem to
have alm ost a mania for these high, multiple unit
structures. A visitor may dr ive through the most idylli c
French medieva l landscape and upo n entering a small
village he will suddenly be confronted by at least one
if not a number of six to ten-story slab apartment build-
ings. In other cases he discovers comp letely new cities
of these buildings, as for example nea r Lyons or just
off the superhiway between P ar is and Fontainebleau .
The urban pla nning of these apa rtment units seems to
be a perfect summation of the Gall ic tempera ment- ra-
tional , academic and in its own way forcefully author i-
tarian. Undoubtedly much thought has gone int o the
integration of these static forms into the urban setting.
Usually they are placed nea r the outskir ts of a city or
village and often have their own pa rks, forest and rec-
rea tion areas. An American will probably feel that lit-
tIe has been left to chance in their pla nni ng. Unques-
tionably the majo r defect in this type of pl anning is
that the size of these projects bears littl e re la tion to
the people who use them or to the sca le of the adjo in-
ing urban scene. Although English housing does tend
on the whole to be uni nteresting, it does retain a per-
sonal quality which is sure ly not to be found in these
French examples.
As to the question of design , the average French
building is certainly a sophistica ted expression of the
Intern ational Style. The overall volume tr ic propo rtions
of the structure and the ar ticu lation and relationships
of the exterior facades tend to be handled in a subtle
and knowing fashion, something we have habitually
come to expec t of the French. If, however, the visitor
wishes to retain a favorable impression of current
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Fr ench design , it is best that he see these buildings
entirely from afar, for a close examination will reveal an
amazing shoddiness of workmanship and detailing, and
the interi or enclosed space is almost alw ays arti culated
int o small, dismall y confining cubicles . As objec ts ex-
istin g in space these buildings are success ful, but as
devices to enclose space they leave much to be desired.
It is imp ossibl e to leave the subject of French
architecture without menti onin g Le Corbusier. Any
American who has even a smatte ring of knowledge of
his own ar chit ecture will be in a good positi on to un -
derstand Le Corbusier's pla ce in the pr esent Fr ench
scene. For in man y ways it is identical to that of Frank
Lloyd Wright in Amer ica. As far as thi s visitor is con-
cerned, there can be no question what soever that Le
Corbusier is the major figure in twenti eth century Eu·
ropean ar chit ecture. Th ough significant to the develop.
ment of contempo rary archit ectur e, Gropius and Mies
van der Rohe simply cannot be compared to eithe r Le
Corbusier or Wright. Th e same is even more tru e in
discussing contempora ry Fr ench ar chit ecture and Le
Corbusier. In relation to French ar chit ectu re as a whole,
Le Corbusier 's buildings exist on an entire ly different
level. But as in America, where it is decidedl y easy for a
visitor (o r even a " native") to tr avel from coast to
coast and remain comp letely oblivious to the arch itec-
tur e of Wright , so too in France one might eas ily reo
main quite unaw ar e of the buildings of Le Corbusier.
A visitor must be determined to sea rch out and find
his buildings. For , with the possibl e exception of the
Marseill es Block, none of Le Corbusier's buildings
dominate or assume visual import ance in the French
scene. Anyone exper iencing the buildings of Wright
or Le Corbusier will reali ze the tremend ous influence
these men have had on contemporary architecture (both
for good and bad ) but at the same time it should be
noted that their buildings really lie outside of the basic
practice of architecture over the past quarter century .
Th e moment that the visitor crosses the fronti er
between France and Germany he becomes aware of
marked differences which exist between the contemp-
ora ry buildings of the two countr ies. Alth ough German y
has not produ ced any reall y dominant architectural
personalities since the war, she has brou ght forth an
array of buildings which maintain a high level of
quality, a level not to be experienced in any other
country thi s visitor saw in Euro pe. tilizing the Int er-
national Style which they themselves helped to de-
velop in the 1920's, the Ger mans, through a process
of analysis and refinement , have produced a "s tyle"
(with sta ted or implied rul es) in every sense of the
term.
Th eir detailing, whether in brick, conc rete or steel,
is beautifully handl ed and so too their interi or pl an-
ning which ranges from beaut ifull y designed door
handles and light switches to some of the most hand-
some contemporary furn iture produ ced in Europe.
Because of the tremendous need for rep lacing their
devastated cities, the Germans probabl y have more ex-
amples of contempo ra ry design than an y other country
in Europe. Cities such as Stuttga rt, Frankfort, and
Cologne ar e comple tely dominated by new struc tures
and by vast networks of new city stree ts and super-
highwa ys which spread the city pattern into the rural
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landscap e. Th e only retr ogressive feature of the con-
temp orary archi tectura l scene in Germ an y is in the area
of housing, especially single famil y dwellings which,
like English counterparts, tend to be rather lifeless in
their quaint and borrowed traditional ga rb. But the
private house, or for that matt er , even the apartment
house, is not the building type which has asserted its
visual authority over the landscap e. As in Ameri ca, the
office building, the factor y and similar struc tures are
what the visitor notices when he driv es or walk s around
a Germ an city.
Italy, on the contrary, confronts the visitor with a
decidedl y differ ent impression fr om Germany. Although
the number of recent Ita lian buildings is not as great
as her northern neighbors, every Italian city neverthe-
less boasts extensive peripteral developments of new
apartment buildings, private hou ses and factories, and
no city seems to be without num erou s new buildings in
the older sections. Whil e the outlying developments
may well be part of an over all planning of the com-
munity, a cas ual traveler will certainly not be aware
of it. Visua lly they seem rather haphazardly laid out,
and one is incl ined to feel that they add little in a po-
sitive sense to the older amenities of the cities and
towns.
Th e genera l poor impression of Italian ru ral and
urban sprawl (accompanied by such Ameri can cultural
contr ibutions as mile up on mile of gigantic and taste-
less bill boa rds) is regrettabl y reinforced by the general
lack of qu alit y in the design of the buildings themselves.
One feels that the Itali ans have taken over a new style
(as a style) with grea t gusto but with little und erstand-
ing of its rea l mean ing. In Ital y, one encounters per-
hap s more examples of sheer exhibitionism and ex-
ot icism in design than in an y other country of Europe.
Some of their buildings evidence complete encyclo-
pedias of design cliches of the Intern ati onal Style, to-
gether, in some cases, with a number of Wrightian mo-
tif s as well. Th ese really awkward and confused de-
signs constitute thc average contempo rary building
which the visitor will find in an y Ita lian city whether
Milan, Florence or Rome. On the other hand, the
Italians over the past ten or fift een years have designed
a few buildings whose outstanding quality mak es up
for the general confusion in their every day design. Good
examples may be exper ienced in several expos ition
buil din gs constructed for the Venice Bienni al Painting
Exhibitio n. Th e visitor will also discover other equally
imag inative design solutions in the exhi bitions and dis-
plays of art and histor ical objec ts in the museum s of
Mil an, Florence and Naples.
Although it may seem that the reaction of thi s
Ameri can visitor to contemporary Europea n archit ec-
ture has perha ps tended to be overly cr it ical, such is
not the impression which he wishes to leave, for he
found the modern Europea n scene to be extremely stim-
ulating. He also has come away with the feeling that
pr esent day European architects and urban planners
are well awa re of what is takin g place in America, but
that such an awareness is unf ortunately not typical of
their Ameri can counterpa rts. If Ameri can architecture
is not to recede int o a morass of modern pr ovincialism
it must become more cognizant of the developments
which ar e taking pl ace in Europe and elesewhere .
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